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In the past four years, the Washington State Library has fended off two attempts 
by the governor to close its doors. As a consequence, the State Library was changed from 
being an independent entity to being under the jurisdiction of the Office of the Secretary 
of State. 
 This study looks at the programmatic and structural effects of this change and the 
strategies implemented by the library to become more visible, useful, and relevant to the 
needs of patrons, both now and in the future. Introducing measures to increase access and 
awareness of library resources, especially electronically and through partnerships, have 
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Structural change at an organization is rarely attempted without an environment 
that demands change.  Just as objects will not move without the application of force, the 
laws of Newtonian physics can be applied to organizations, which also resist motion 
without applied force. The literature about sustainable organizational change in 
organizations is immense and tends to reflect the fashions in management at the time of 
publication. One theme that emerges in management literature is that strategic planning is 
essential to preparing for change.  Many librarians resist this kind of planning, or give it a 
glancing commitment so as not to be distracted from their “real work” of serving patrons 
and administering collections.  However, the library environment, even that of publicly 
funded libraries, is quickly changing in an ever tightening economy where even core 
services must be justified. Librarians must be ready to undergo a shift in thinking, from 
that of an entrenched organization to one that can be proactive and adaptive.  However, 
most libraries find themselves nibbled away by budget cuts, compelled to exist a bit 
smaller each year, realizing too late that they should have implemented changes years 
ago.  
According to Kurt Lewin, organizational change takes place in three phases: 
unfreezing, changing, and refreezing.  These phases represent readying and organization 
for change, implementing the change, and then stabilizing the changes to make them 
permanent (Regan, 400).  These basic concepts are reiterated by Schneider, Brief and 
Guzzo, but expanded to define the process in terms of climate change at corporations (9).  
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In both a general and more specific sense, all of these experts argue that the ability of an 
organization to change successfully rests on the skill of the supervisors to prepare the 
workers for change (including making a convincing argument for change), to prepare a 
strong vision to provide guidance in decision-making through the change, and to then re-
establish a “status-quo” that incorporates the change without retrenchment.  This process 
includes not just tactical measures (changes in action), but changes in culture that develop 
from a deep understanding of the values of the organization. Ideally, these decisions 
should be anticipated in advance, but may be adaptive to the situation at hand, and even 
made on the fly as the atmosphere changes.  
Beyond the planning for change, there are distinct steps that leadership may take 
to engender successful transformations within the staff at an organization.  It is part of 
human nature to view changes with skepticism in the least, and resistance at the worst.  
Fear and lack of understanding of the process, the reasons for change, and the results, are 
attributes found in any change process (Moran, 401).  To address these factors, a strategy 
is required that involves identifying the environmental factors that demand change, 
creating a vision for the direction the organization must go to thrive, and then sharing 
both the vision and the responsibility with the employees who must make it happen, 
recognizing their progress and building on it (Kotter, 61). Applying these theories from 
the corporate sector may be uncomfortable to many in library management, but as 
libraries are compelled to think more like businesses, much of the theory is applicable. 
One of the most serious budget crises ever faced in the State of Washington occurred in 
2001.  In an effort to bring state spending under control and to offset an enormous budget 
deficit, the governor proposed eliminating funding to the Washington State Library 
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(WSL).  The State Library Commission and the legislature, in an attempt to head off the 
action, drafted a bill put before the House and Senate to eliminate the State Library 
Commission and place the State Library in the Office of the Secretary of State (where the 
State Archives were already) thereby saving both money and the library. This bill passed 
and the library was rescued, but not before taking a 10% cut to its budget.  Within the 
library, this move resulted in a re-examination of services and mission and the library 
emerged with new goals and strategies for services. 
Unfortunately, in a 2002 amendment to the governor’s budget the library was 
again recommended for significant budget reductions, this time being slated for a 70% 
cut in funding from its already reduced budget.  Again, heavy lobbying, especially on the 
part of the Secretary of State, convinced the legislature to replace much of the funding, 
although decreasing it roughly 20% from the previous year. However, the legislation that 
led to this compromise specifically eliminated service to state employees and legislators, 
a core service offered by the state library, further changing its mission and goals. 
Today’s press headlines are filled with reports of libraries facing reduced funding 
or lack of community support, often while patron use continues to go increase.  How did 
the Washington State Library adapt to remain essential and valuable to its patrons in the 
face of significant budget cuts and an essential restructuring?  The answer to this question 
is a key component in determining what libraries will become and how they will position 
themselves to their patrons and to their funding agencies.  In examining the choices made 
by the library in terms of allocating resources internally (both funds and staff time), 
combined with the decisions handed to them by the legislature, the direction the library 
has chosen becomes clear. 
  4  
This paper focuses on the Washington State Library during the period from 2001-
2005 to examine the decisions and actions both within the library and outside which have 
affected its services and collections. By observing how this one library has adapted to 
sudden and dramatic change, lessons may be learned about how other libraries may 
position themselves for the future. 
 
Historical Background: 
The Washington State Library came into existence in 1853 as a result of the 
Organic Act (passed by the United States Senate and House of Representatives) that 
created Washington Territory as a separate entity from Oregon. One of the provisions of 
this act allowed money for establishing a territorial library.  Territorial Governor Isaac 
Stevens personally selected $5000 worth of materials for the library to provide both legal 
and general knowledge materials to those in the new territory. While initially collected to 
guide the officers of the new territory, by 1855 the wording of the Organic Act was 
amended to say, “all persons shall have access to the library.”  (Reynolds, 3).  As Maryan 
Reynolds describes in her history of the Washington State Library, “The duality of 
purpose brought on by this expansion of service would create a political tug-of-war for 
the Territorial library and its successor for more than one-hundred years” (2). During the 
following thirty years, the library was frequently a pawn in the political wrangling by the 
territorial legislature in an effort to draw up the rules and boundaries, legal and 
geographical, of Washington Territory. 
In 1889 Washington Territory became Washington State.  One of the acts of the 
1889 legislative session was to provide a mechanism for the creation and support of local 
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libraries (9).  While the major cities in Washington created library systems immediately, 
many smaller and rural areas needed assistance both in gathering and organizing 
materials and providing access to them.  To this end, one of the main duties of the State 
Library was to lend its general materials collection out across the state.  The State Library 
was the public library for most of the state through the creation of a traveling library in 
1901 under the direction of the State Library. This traveling library had its own advisory 
board, separate from that of the State Library.  In 1905, at the urging of the State Library 
Advisory Board, the Washington Library Association was created, led by Jesse Hitt, the 
Washington State Librarian. The goal of this early advocacy group was to aid in 
information sharing and to garner political strength for libraries around the state. This 
organization was disbanded in 1909, when the regional Pacific Northwest Library 
Association (PNLA) was organized (19).  
The following twenty years in the Washington State Library were marked by 
efforts to establish the State Library in terms of mission and audience, tasks that were 
hampered by lack of funding for growth (and sometimes even basic operations) all 
through the 1920s.  In 1927, Governor Roland Hartley recommended making the State 
Archives a department of the State Library and abolishing the State Library and 
Traveling Library boards and placing both organizations under the State Law Library’s 
supervision (16).  Luckily, no action was taken by the legislature at that time.  However, 
in 1929 no funding was provided for the Traveling Library program and all books were 
ordered back to the State Library.  
In this inauspicious situation, the State Library entered the Great Depression, a 
period which marked the beginning of change for libraries around the state.  While 
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funding was certainly tight, the State Library found itself headed by a succession of 
activist librarians who agitated for increased funding and a higher profile for the library.  
Their actions included resurrecting the Washington Library Association (WLA) to focus 
on libraries in Washington State and initiating substantial reference services for 
legislators and other state agencies. In addition, the library created a Washington 
Collection of works about Washington or by Washington authors. Through the work of 
the WLA, legislation was passed providing a state framework for support of public 
library service, responsibility for which was largely delegated to the Washington State 
Library (19).  These moves set the stage for substantial growth in library service 
statewide in the 1940s-1960s.  In addition to finally building its own library building on 
the Capitol Campus, the State Library was finally funded appropriately and commenced a 
significant program of Library Demonstration Projects to create library districts in parts 
of the state.  
Through the 1960’s and 1970’s, the State Library continued to pursue library 
development although the focus grew to include more consultancy than establishment 
projects.  This allowed time and resources to be spent in clarifying and overhauling the 
state and federal documents collection, including advising on indexing and cataloguing 
standards for the government publications as well as state legislation (128-131).  WSL 
also piloted the conversion to MARC format for libraries statewide, partnering with 
Boeing Computer Services to produce the computer program necessary for statewide 
MARC adoption (190-197), and beginning the collaboration that would become the 
Western Library Network (WLN).  
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During this period, Washington State suffered a serious recession and as part of a 
budget cutting strategy, it was proposed that WSL be merged with the library at the 
Evergreen State College, also in Olympia.  This move was opposed by the librarians at 
both institutions and would eventually be defeated, but proposals to house and service the 
collections at various state colleges and universities would come up every time budgets 
were in peril (135).  
Throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s, the library continued the work set forth by 
previous librarians and administrations.  By the late 1990’s, WLN was merged into 
OCLC while the State Library began to explore other computerized resource location 
systems, eventually building its own system for locating and indexing online government 
content.  The statewide interlibrary loan system, consultant and advisory services, and 
continued service to the public and state employees and the legislature were the main 
charges of the library. 
In 2001, WSL offered services and collections to state employees and identified 
itself as the corporate library to the Washington State Legislature.  In this capacity, the 
library offered reference and collections specifically for the legislature and for state 
agencies, such as the employees at the state run schools for the developmentally disabled 
and the Department of Labor and Industries.  WSL was charged with providing up to date 
information to these employees to assist them in carrying out their responsibilities. In 
addition, the library maintained the Washington Collection. Housed in the specially 
designed Northwest Room of the library building, this collection was created to be the 
premier collection about Washington State in the nation and includes books about 
Washington State as well as by Washington authors.  Additionally, a collection of 
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historical publications concerning the establishment of all aspects of life in the state 
(business, agriculture, municipal, etc.) was maintained for the use of the public, including 
a depository for the state’s newspapers.  The Washington State Library has the only 
geographically and chronologically complete collection of Washington newspapers in the 
country with a microfilming program in place to preserve the oldest and frailest materials. 
Reference services were also provided to the general public in using all of these 
collections.  
In an effort to improve citizen access to government, in 1998 WSL also pioneered 
a Government Indicator Location Service (GILS) called Find-It!  Funded by the Institute 
of Museum and Library Services (IMLS), WSL’s project was devoted to finding and 
delivering electronic content from state, county, and municipal websites around the state.  
Through the use of a web crawler and in-house indexing, Find-It! successfully offered 
remote access to state information. The access provided was so good that IMLS awarded 
a second grant to help create similar systems in four other states, with WSL as a 
consultant (A Closer Look: IMLS). WSL was also granted money to study and 
recommend the best metadata standards for state documents to allow them to be 
discovered by a GILS system. The project has not been seriously upgraded since its 
inception, although it has been maintained.  Improvements in search engine capabilities 
and accuracy in the intervening seven years make Find-It! a little dated, but still one of 
the best tools to navigate state resources. 
 WSL was also the government documents depository for its region (Washington 
and Alaska).  This meant that the library had the only complete collection of federal 
documents for Washington State and Alaska.  The federal collection belongs to the US 
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government and is on loan to Washington as part of the Federal Depository Library 
Program. Designation as a regional repository requires sponsorship by one of the 
Senators from Washington State and is predicated on the state providing proof of effort to 
provide maintenance and access to these documents. Any changes to this arrangement (in 
terms of access, location, or custodial agency) must be handled through Washington’s US 
Senators. 
 To complement the federal documents collection, the Washington State Library 
was charged with maintaining a complete collection of state documents.  This collection 
encompassed both the official publications of the legislative branch of government and  
the publications of the various state departments.  Unlike the federal collection, however, 
there was not one designated distributor for state documents, nor is there any formatting 
standard for print or electronic publishing.  Consequently, collection development in this 
area required time to be spent checking with individual agencies to collect their 
publications, in addition to cataloguing and shelving. The library provided access and 
reference service to the public in both the federal and state documents collections. 
 The final service offered through the WSL was library development to the state’s 
library systems.  Federal Library Services and Technology Act (LSTA) money may only 
be distributed to a designated state library agency which is charged with the 
subdistribution of funds throughout the state.  Washington is unusual in that the state 
provides no direct funding for libraries.  This means that all funding for local libraries 
must come from the municipalities or from the federal government.  Nonetheless, the 
state library had staff members who worked as consultants to the boards and directors of 
libraries across the state, usually in the rural and less populous areas.  The Library 
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Council of Washington, composed of librarians from all specialties from all over the 
state, advised the State Librarian on the library issues of importance statewide and 
developed action initiatives that individual library systems could participate in to broaden 
their services, strengthen their organization, or expand outreach (Washington State 
Library website).  The library development arm of WSL presented the programmatic and 
organizational recommendations of the Library Council to the library systems around the 
state, helping the systems apply for program funding, revise existing programs, and 
generally advising or referring questions throughout the Washington State library 
community. 
In 2001, the Washington State Library, like the school districts or the 
transportation department, appeared to be a stable, long-lived government entity under 
the direction of the State Librarian and the supervision of the State Library Commission.  
In January of 2001, The Washington State Institute for Public Policy (WSIPP) published 
a report entitled “Strategic Directions for the Washington State Library.”   This study was 
requested by the Legislature in 2000, along a space utilization study from the General 
Administration Department.  The questions the study was designed to answer were: 
 
• Are there options for redefining the roles and functions of the 
Washington State Library? 
• What value can the WSL add to the delivery of information to the 
legislature and state government agencies? 
• Is the current location of the WSL on the Capitol campus essential 
to its effective operation? 
     (Knapp, 1) 
 
The study concluded that the library would provide better service if more of its content 
was available online, and that while the services offered were solid, more specialized 
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services, such as branches for specific agencies (like the Departments of Health and 
Human Services or Labor and Industries) would allow better service for state employees. 
As a result of these findings, WSIPP concluded that it was unnecessary for the whole 
library to continue to be on the Capitol campus, but that reference stations at patron 
access points, like the legislature, would suffice.  Additionally, the report found that 
much of the library’s collection was out of date and recommended heavy weeding to 
make it current. Finally, the report advised that services and training be offered “based on 
sound business practices…Implementing a limited market system by instituting fees for 
service would help clarify the relative value of services for users” (2). The study was 
rebutted by staff at the WSL who noted that the library was already utilizing electronic 
resources (limited by availability), had undertaken a significant weeding project during 
the preparation of the report, and had reservations about fee-for-service models within 
state government, given the lack of outside funding opportunities for both the library and 
for the agencies served.  
When the Nisqually earthquake struck in February 2001, damaging the Capitol 
building, the library moved out of its building on the Capitol campus to make room for 
legislators dislocated by the earthquake.  While the space at the Capitol was overcrowded 
and had no room left for expansion, many on staff at the library were hesitant to move so 
far from the Capitol and its employees.  Assured that the move would be temporary, just 
until the Capitol building could be repaired, the library was packed up, and relocated to a 
building four miles away.     
 Then, December 6, 2001, Governor Gary Locke’s chief of staff, Fred Kiga, called  
then State Librarian, Nancy Zussy, to inform her that the Governor’s budget to be 
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presented to the legislature provided no funding for the library (Condon). On December 
18th, the Governor’s Office released a press release proposing cuts to the state budget for 
FY 01-03.  The closure of WSL was identified in this press release, but not expounded 
upon, making the announcement easy to overlook.  The state was facing a $1.2 billion 
budget shortfall, and the cuts offered a reduction of $566 million in costs. The release 
also noted areas of growth in state government, illuminating the funding priorities and 
hiring possibilites: corrections officers, care givers for seniors and the developmentally 
disabled, and DNA analysts in the state crime lab (Governor Locke’s website).  It 
appeared that lack of awareness of services offered by the library combined with the 
conclusions of the WSIPP report were used to justify the notion that the library no longer 
supported the priorities of the state government: education, care for vulnerable citizens, 
transportation and safety. Given the situation, the library spread the word about the 
precarious budgetary situation of WSL and began to rally support through the statewide 
library systems, identifying the ways the library supported each of the governor’s funding 
priorities.  While lobbying at work or using state materials is forbidden, many employees 
used their own time and resources to make contact with legislators and citizen groups, 
such as the Washington Genealogy Association, to begin a letter writing campaign. The 
support of the Washington Library Association and Pacific Northwest Library 
Association was enlisted. The staff also contributed to reports and fact sheets detailing 
the ways in which the services of the library fit with the budget priorities the governor 
had set forth.   
Meanwhile, the State Library Commission was actively looking for ways to save 
the library.  The idea of putting WSL under the governance of the Secretary of State’s 
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office (OSOS) had been mentioned in the past.  The state archives were already housed in 
the OSOS; having both in the same governmental agency was already the modus 
operandi for many states.  House Bill 2926, sponsored by Rep. Jim Clements and Rep. 
Bill Grant in early February 2002, recommended the merger of the two agencies.  This 
bill caught both WSL and the Secretary of State’s office by surprise; neither had 
suggested it. But as it gained support in the legislature, the State Librarian and members 
of the State Library Commission met with legislators to make their case for moving the 
supervision of the library to the OSOS. In addition, Secretary of State, Sam Reed, offered 
his support for this move.  HB 2926 moved the State Library into OSOS, abolishing the 
State Library Commission as a governing entity, but maintained most of the services and 
collections the library offered.   
In response, Rep Helen Somers and Rep.Val Ogden, at the request of the 
governor, countered with HB 2978 (Haley, 6) that eliminated the library and distributed 
the library’s collections to various universities around the state, charging them with 
providing access.  The leaders of the Evergreen State College and the University of 
Washington opposed this suggestion as no money for relocating or storing these 
collections was allocated. Additionally, the president of the University of Washington 
reminded the legislature that if the collections at WSL came to the UW, they would no 
longer be public, as the first priority of the university library system was the needs of the 
students and faculty at UW.  This bill would also have inadvertently resulted in the 
withholding of LSTA funds since there was no longer a state agency to administer them; 
this consequence was not addressed in the governor’s proposal.  Since the state has never 
directly funded libraries, the LSTA money was essential to the survival of many small 
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systems. And, as a result of the need to directly fund the local libraries and pay for the 
redistribution of the WSL collections, the governor’s bill did not actually save any 
money. In the face of these pressures, the legislature passed HB 2926, and WSL became 
a sub-agency within the OSOS. While this provided a relief for the library, the House did 
concede to the governor in part and left over half of the library’s biennial budget in the 
“emergency” fund, to be used at the governor’s discretion. The library lost five positions 
in the budget, but was still open.  
The fate of the library was resolved in April of 2002 and later that month Nancy 
Zussy, the State Librarian, stepped down, and Jan Walsh, the Assistant Director for 
Customer Services at WSL, was appointed in her place. Unfortunately, in August the 
governor chose not to use the all of the funds in the “emergency” budget for the state 
library and as a result, the library eliminated more positions and was forced to reduce 
service to the Department of Corrections and DHHS branch libraries.  
 Then, in December of 2002, Governor Locke’s budget for the 2003-2005 
biennium was released.  This budget outlined the governor’s priorities for spending and 
proposed cutting the budget to OSOS for the state library by 70%. This move seemed to 
be another effort to eliminate the library, without overtly closing it.  Once again, WSL 
employees and the greater network of state library systems and citizen groups began a 
heavy lobbying campaign to restore the funding to the state library.  Faced with a $2 
billion shortfall for this biennium, however, the governor responded to the chair of the 
Library Council of Washington that his budget would “focus spending on what matters 
most of Washington citizens.”  Locke also wrote that the $2 million he had budgeted for 
the library would be ample to “provide assistance to local libraries, on-line access to 
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governmental information, Talking Book and Braille operations, and maintenance of 
Historical and Northwest Collections.”  As noted in a fact sheet prepared for state 
legislators, what would be eliminated, however, was library services to the Legislature 
and state employees (both reference and collecting). Access to all WSL collections (they 
would be maintained, but no access would be provided) including lending to other library 
systems was also cut. Online access to state information via Find-It! would be 
maintained, but no staff would be available to handle questions if the answer was not 
readily available through the database. The federal documents collection would be 
forfeited due to inaccessibility (the FDLP requires that the government collections be 
made available and if not, must be returned). The state documents collection would be 
maintained, but no access would be provided. And because LSTA funding levels are 
determined by the number of users in the whole state system, rerouting funds for 
institutional and Talking Book libraries to different departments would inadvertently 
reduce state LSTA funding by 50%—affecting the availability of funding for all library 
systems across the state . The budget would require cutting an additional 62 staff 
members.  
This time, however, the Legislature was not as unanimously on the side of the library.  
Although many were sympathetic to the difficult situation, there was no mistaking that 
many agencies were in equally hard situations.  In the end, a compromise was reached 
which cut the library budget by 20% and officially eliminated services to state employees 
and the Legislature.  In a press release dated 7/3/03 the eliminated services were 
identified as: 
• Access to full text databases, including ProQuest, EBSCO, and LexisNexis 
• Access to netLibrary ebooks 
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• Interlibrary loan, except Washington history, genealogy, and state and federal 
government materials 
• Specialized reference services, including staff use of databases 
• Booking or reserving training videos 
• Direct physical delivery of materials to individual offices 
• On-site legislative reference librarian 
• Professional journals and books specifically purchased for state government 
• Agency specific research training 
 
 
 After the initial threat to the library in 2001 and the merger with OSOS, the 
library began a structural reorganization to address the weaknesses that had resulted in its 
placement on the budgetary chopping block.  The new building and the new hierarchy 
required changes both in services and in accountability.  The library staff, though glad to 
be working, was anxious about moving into the OSOS and losing its control over internal 
functions.  To be fair, the OSOS was also nervous about moving the library into its 
control.  According to seniority policy for state employees, when a position is eliminated, 
the employee has the option of bumping another less-senior employee from a position for 
which they are both qualified.  Because of low staff turnover at the WSL, many of the 
positions being eliminated were held by employees who had been at the library for a long 
time. To ensure that they were not entirely restaffed by recently released WSL staff, the 
OSOS requested that no positions in their office be subject to seniority bumping for the 
first biennium after the merger.   
 Prior to the merger, the library staff worked in professional teams to collegially 
address problems and examine new initiatives.  Within the OSOS, the structure was 
strictly hierarchical. To blend the two, the State Librarian, who now reported to the 
Secretary of State, created a cabinet composed of six staff members to craft a new library 
structure.  The cabinet solicited input concerning the new internal structure of the library 
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and determined that duties would be divided into six programs: Public Services, 
Collection and Collection Management, Technical Services, Branches, Research and 
Development, and Library Development (Walsh, 5). This brought the library more in line 
with the structure of the OSOS and provided an accountability structure to ensure that 
programs and services could be reviewed and adjusted.    
The service changes were dictated not only by budget constraints, but also by the 
acknowledgement that the library needed to do a better job of promoting itself to assure 
that voters and legislators knew why it was valuable. In June of 2002, the Secretary of 
State and the State Librarian invited members of the state library community, state 
agencies, the legislature and the general public to meet and discuss their use and hopes 
for the State Library.  This feedback, combined with ongoing advice from advisory 
committees representing the citizens of Washington State, state employees and the 
Library Council helped to closely define the services expected from WSL.  Echoing some 
of the conclusions of the Washington State Institute for Public Policy, the library chose to 
put a focus on historical and Northwest collections, library development, overcoming the 
backlog in cataloguing the state documents, and providing as much content as possible 
via the internet; in addition the library would maintain the high level of service to the 
Legislature and state employees and supporting the branches (6).   
When the 2003-2005 budget was finally decided, services to state employees and 
the collections supporting them were cut from this plan.  It is worth noting that the 
information needs of state workers did not go away, but were pushed over to the local 
library system and the nearby colleges and universities. For example, the cuts eliminated 
medical journal subscriptions for the staff at the state’s mental hospitals.  While those 
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agencies may choose to pick up the subscription for their in-house staff, they are no 
longer receiving a reduced subscription rate by buying within a consortium that the WSL 
could once broker. Because the move was deemed temporary at the time, the library 
ended the services and cancelled journal subscriptions, but did not purge existing 
materials from the collection on the chance that the services might be reinstated. In the 
mean time a renewed focus on online presence was implemented.  This included 
beginning a resource digitization program to make some of the treasures of the historical 
collection more visible and to provide better access to the rare and fragile materials in the 
collection. In addition, the GILS system (Find It!) that provided access to local 




To determine the effects of the structural changes at the Washington State 
Library, I consulted a variety of sources both from the WSL and from outside it.  To 
begin, I read everything I could find concerning the proposed closures, both from present 
and the past.  Much of the material was found in bulletins published by American Library 
Association, Pacific Northwest Library Association, local library publications and 
newspaper articles.  
After several conversations with the State Librarian, I received permission to visit 
the library and interview staff members.  I traveled to Washington in February, 2005 to 
talk to the staff about the changes and effects on their current work. Because my time at 
the library was limited I selected people for interviews by eliminating all of the program 
managers from of the staff list and assigning each remaining staff member a number.  I 
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then used a random number generator to choose interviewees.  Therefore, my interview 
pool consisted of the State Librarian, the six program managers, and fifteen randomly 
chosen staff members. This approach was suggested by the State Librarian to ensure that 
the legislative session and other work pressures did not preclude anyone from speaking 
with me, and to ensure that I would find multiple points of view represented. The 
prospective interviewees were then contacted and asked if they would be interested in 
participating. If the answer was affirmative, I then scheduled a time to meet with them 
privately at the library for an interview.  It is worth noting that no one I contacted turned 
me down because they didn’t want to participate, although a couple had to decline due to 
scheduling issues (one even sent me a written statement in lieu of being present for an 
interview).  Everyone was forthcoming and interested in talking about how the State 
Library works.   
Once I got to Olympia, I was also given access to email, internal, and local 
documents surrounding the strategic planning for the changes.  This proved to be quite 
helpful as most public accounts related to ensuring the existence of the library, not in 
figuring out how to run it on tighter funding and with a different structure.  I also spent 
time looking at the library as a unit, where space was allocated, where the collection 
focus is, and where people are placed to get a better feel for the priorities and foundation 
of the library. 
Upon my arrival, I was treated to a tour of the whole library, from basement to top 
floor, to see how staff and collection were housed and to see how workflow was 
organized.  One thing that took me by surprise was finding that the library shared its 
building with other departments within the Secretary of State’s office. I was free to 
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explore the library and its collections, as well as the non-published materials provided by 
the State Librarian, between my interviews.    
The interviews were scheduled for 30 minutes each, but tended to run longer as 
most interviewees had much to share.  Each interviewee was asked to talk about their 
current position and its responsibilities and how those duties had changed over the time 
the employee had been working at the library.  The staff members were then asked to 
offer their opinions about which aspects of the library operations in general, and their 
areas of jurisdiction specifically, were working well and which had areas in need of 
improvement.  These four questions sparked wide-ranging discussions concerning the 
application of change within the library. The participants were assured that their 
comments would not be quoted directly, nor would they be identified by name or by 
program.  All of these measures were developed to ensure an atmosphere of confidence 
and provide the opportunity for candid reflection on the changes at the library.  At the 
completion of the interviews, the notes were compiled and reviewed to identify the 
themes and chronology that are the basis for this paper.  
 
Findings: 
These findings are based on my interviews and the reflections of the staff with 
whom I spoke.  Generally, the WSL staff feel that in the time between when these 
changes began and the present, most of the adjustments have been successful.  They have 
not been without some controversy within the library as the staff and the director have 
tried to find a common ground between what the library was and what it is becoming.  
While all of the employees believe that they are doing their best work, and that the library 
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is of top quality, the constraints imposed by the change have been hard to accept.  Some 
staff mentioned that the idea of a library had changed and was no longer sacred within 
government.  
Moving into the Secretary of State’s office meant educating the staff there about 
the mission and operations at the library, a task that has been difficult at times, leaving 
some staff with frustrations about the benefits of the situation.  Prior to the merger, the 
library organization was oriented around collegial, professional teams. While this system 
was very democratic, it was often inefficient and made follow-through inconsistent and 
occasionally difficult. Additionally, it was difficult to pin down decision-making 
responsibility for some programs. Part of the change involved creating a reporting 
structure hierarchy that would complement that of OSOS. Some program managers still 
use a de facto team approach within their programs.  However, most employees 
acknowledge that the hierarchical structure seems to facilitate communication. In my 
interviews, many employees related mixed feelings about the new hierarchy.  While it 
has increased efficiency and defined responsibility, some on the staff resent the 
perception that they are not each equally valuable to the total organization.  
A bigger issue, however, is the lack of certainty about the future of the library 
within the state government structure.  In the last budget cycle, the library did not ask for 
any new funds and had no funding cut.  However, this stability is dependent on continued 
support from the state government and the OSOS.  Both the governor and the Secretary 
of State are elected officials and subject to both the public election process and the 
changing political climate within the legislature.   While the library must present budget 
projections and recommendations for the coming years, all of its plans are subject to the 
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two year budget cycle. The state legislature is perceived as being increasingly hostile to 
agencies like the State Library, whose value is difficult to justify quantitatively; and thus 
the legislative support for the library seems to be eroding. Some staff related sadness 
about becoming a political agency that has to justify its service. 
 From information gathered by their advisory committees, the State Library and 
OSOS determined that the Northwest and Historical collections could be used as leverage 
for increasing awareness and funding.  As a result, greater efforts have been put forward 
to preserve and publicize these collections, including the State Library’s first foray into 
digitizing historical documents.  This effort has garnered publicity and support around the 
state, both for the collection and for the library. WSL also began an active outreach and 
event schedule to bring authors and artists to the library for talks and readings.  The 
Washington Reads program provides reader’s advisory for children and adults on topics 
relating to Pacific Northwest History. These selections feature books in the library’s 
collection that are in print and may be readily found in local libraries and bookstores. 
Stickers for book covers indicating a title is part of the Washington Reads program are 
provided to state libraries to highlight the selections made by the State Librarian.  
Currently in the planning phase is a statewide “Everyone reads the same book” style 
program tying the Washington Reads program to the local libraries supported through the 
Library Development program.  The existing collection has been weeded considerably to 
tighten its focus and check for currency and the state and federal documents are being 
retroactively converted to ensure complete and correct cataloging so the catalog 
accurately reflects the extent of the collection. These improvements to access have 
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heightened awareness of WSL’s unique collections and have dovetailed with the internal 
initiative to improve services.    
The hours of the library have been increased to provide 45 hours of open service 
each week for patrons, one step in improving person-to-person access to the collections.  
The additional hours have been complemented by electronic reference service in addition 
to the traditional reference service. These changes required tightening of service 
standards within the Public Services program and a renewed dedication to using 
interactions with the public as opportunities to demonstrate the value of the WSL.  
Initially, this focus on customer satisfaction and electronic delivery met with some 
resistance from staff for whom these procedures meant significant changes in the way 
they went about their work. Many of the librarians at WSL have been working in libraries 
for two decades or more.  While they certainly were willing to refine and emphasize the 
remote capabilities of the library, the learning curve for librarians in some areas was quite 
steep, especially given the compressed time period between initiation and implementation 
of services. The staff members I spoke with from this program indicated that the 
increased access to the materials through the improved catalog (available online) and to 
the librarians has led to increased usage and better interaction with patrons.  It appears 
that there have been no patron complaints about access and after a transition period, a 
higher level of staff satisfaction with the work they do. Unfortunately, lack of resources, 
both of time and money, has precluded a user study to determine the benefits of these 
changes. 
While the Library Development program’s mission and activities have not 
changed significantly, there is a redoubled effort to help build relationships between the 
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state’s libraries to strengthen services and awareness statewide, making all libraries 
present and vital to the communities they serve. This extends to the branches, especially 
those where service was severely cut. To this end, WSL has recently joined a statewide 
electronic database consortium to increase its own access to electronic resources as well 
as to help provide these resources to smaller systems and reduce the costs (via 
eliminating duplication) to larger systems and college and university libraries.  
Everyone seems pleased with these new efforts to reach out and provide service 
electronically.  One seriously hampering condition, however, is the lack of control over 
when and how updates to the web presence are provided.  In the merger, WSL lost its 
governance over its website and now depends on the technical team at OSOS to update 
and format content. This has resulted in a significant lag time in getting new information 
onto the websites and a lack of control over design (since all the WSL sites must fit 
within the OSOS website frame).  This problem is best exemplified by the library’s 
mission, vision, and goals page which still represents the operations of the library prior to 
2003 and inaccurately states that service to the legislature and state agencies is a primary 
charge (Washington State Library website, “About us”). While no solution to this 
problem is on the horizon (it would require additional funding that has not been 
provided), the State Librarian and the Secretary of State are aware of the frustration and 
have endeavored to facilitate web changes as best they can. 
Collection Management was compelled to cease collecting and managing the state 
agency support collections, eliminating a significant part of their program. This gap has 
been filled by focusing on building the Northwest, Washington and Federal Documents 
collections, and aggressively clearing some of the preservation and conservation backlog. 
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These responsibilities feed directly into the digitization initiative the WSL has 
undertaken. The staff members I spoke with did relate frustration and uncertainty over the 
state agency and legislative collections, given that the service suspension was only to be 
temporary. As time passes and operations are solidified, this question of collection 
boundaries will have to be answered conclusively. For the duration, however, the staff 
continues to work with the collection to make certain is supports the use of patrons.               
OSOS and the WSL are currently seeking funding from the legislature to create 
standards for the submission of state documents to the library in an effort to create a 
digital library of state documents and ease some of the burden of collecting these 
materials in diverse format and location.  This would complement the digital state archive 
already under construction, but will require greater control than is currently provided 
over online content organization and delivery. There are whispers about combining the 
State Library and State Archives. This proposed change has been met with some 
skepticism from the WSL staff, but most agree that offering consistent and 
complementary online access to state documents would bring the archives and library 
closer and may offer better leverage of funding for both agencies. 
The State Librarian acknowledges that communication through her organization is 
still not as direct as it should be, although she feels it is improving.  One of her primary 
goals has been to establish stability for her staff. As everyone is finally settling into the 
new role the library maintains in state government, she feels that collectively, they are 
evolving from a reactive agency into a forward-thinking, enterprising attitude. The 
reorganization process has required unity in thought and action.  Many staff shared with 
me the opinion that their well-loved institution may have become a little stale in the 
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previous twenty years and that the budget fight and ensuing restructuring, while ugly at 
the time, compelled the library to overcome fear and reticence and move forward.  A 
little like the earthquake that started the process, tensions had built up to a point that 
required a shake-up and now that the dust has settled, they are ready to rebuild. 
 
Conclusion: 
The economic decline of the early 2000’s attributed to the dot-com bust put pressure on 
states across the nation to cut costs; in many states financial pressures led to the 
elimination of critical services.  These pressures have led to an erosion of support for 
libraries across the country, especially in special collections whose materials and services 
are perceived as lacking broad appeal. Colorado’s governor cut the state library budget by 
50 percent, including the state support for local libraries (Jordan, 44), with further cuts 
anticipated. In addition, many state libraries have faced budget cuts that seem to average 
around 20 percent in the last four years. In these situations, it is incumbent on the 
libraries to actively demonstrate their value and position themselves as a resource that is 
too valuable to risk elimination.  Simultaneously, they must be flexible and brave enough 
to  place themselves in the limelight, taking a stand in the direction that they believe 
libraries are headed.  
    Using the recommendations from advisory committees, the OSOS and WSL 
determined that the State Library should focus its efforts on more effectively using the 
Internet for providing access to resources and staff, to showcase the distinctive regional 
and historical collections, and to raise the profile of the library through these tactics. The 
greater challenge within the library was to build staff support for these changes. In this 
  27  
instance, the dramatic manner in which the library was compelled to restructure and 
refocus made the need to change readily apparent. The resistance would appear in trying 
to change the culture of the library, implementing the hierarchical structure and the focus 
on forward thinking technological strategies for service. The State Librarian has 
endeavored to provide time for these changes to take root and provide stability within the 
organization. With the exception of the uncertainty surrounding the services to state 
agencies and the legislature, this stability appears to have been forged. 
 Before the agency “refreezes,” WSL is already pursuing its next challenge, testing 
the new structure with new initiatives. Historically, WSL has provided service to the 
citizens of the state with an emphasis on public access to information and on building 
stronger local library services through collaboration. From reports and focus groups, the 
library determined that that the priorities for the new agency should be providing access 
and service digitally. This access would be provided by digitizing rare materials, by 
improving the currency and accuracy of the catalog, and by marketing the library to 
physical and virtual patrons using direct outreach and outreach through the library 
development program.  The plans to create a standard format for state documents is in 
accordance with these priorities to allow better access to digital materials created by state 
agencies as well as to make the agencies aware of the collections in the state library for 
their use. This project is in keeping with the role WSL has traditionally played as the 
state leader in setting library standards, as is the continued support to library systems 
around the state. Both initiatives represent a clear vision from the State Librarian and the 
Secretary of State for the future direction of the WSL.  These improvements, while 
universally acknowledged as the right steps towards sustainability, have left some 
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programs, such as collection management, in stasis waiting for clear direction for their 
part in the restructuring. Additionally, the lack of control over the content on the state 
library’s website is directly at cross purposes with the goals of providing digital access.  
 The priorities set forth and pursued by the WSL are common to libraries 
nationwide, as are the pressures to reduce costs and tighten the agency’s focus to core 
services. As the changes are absorbed into the regular duties of the library staff, a user 
study would be helpful to gauge the effectiveness of these changes to increase library use 
and service quality.  This user study might extend to the agencies whose branches and 
access were eliminated or reduced to determine the impact of the loss of access in order 
to get information about whether to advocate for or against reintroducing these services.  
No single answer will satisfy the users, staff, and reporting agencies completely, but a 
unified vision for the whole library will assist in “refreezing” the improvements and 
providing a solid foundation for the future. While difficult to justify in the tightened 
economy, spending time to gather and analyze feedback (either formal or informal) 
would also put the library in closer contact with its core users, allowing more time to 
choose what improvements should come next. 
 The steps taken now by the Washington State Library and by libraries nationwide 
will determine the future of libraries, especially state libraries, for the next generation.  
While libraries remain the guardians of our cultural heritage, they risk extinction if they 
do not maintain an active role within the communities they serve.  As stability creeps 
back into the WSL, the challenge for the library will be to remain as focused and engaged 
over the coming years as it has been during the previous few.  Changes in technology, the 
government and society guarantee that the problems and solutions examined here will be 
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revisited again, but it is hoped that sudden changes of such a magnitude will not occur 
again. The Washington State Library has the advantage in knowing that it has remade 
itself before and can do it again. 
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